TH FUNCTION OF POETRY IN OUR TIME 
(by Henry Beissel, Lima, December 9, 1982) 


I want to say from the outset what I mean by poetry. My con- 
cept pf poetry encompasses all imaginative literature. A novel, a 
short story, a play is just as much a poem as any lyrical verse. Be- 
cause what distinguishes poetry from non-poetry is the particular way 
in which a writer uses language. The language I use in talking to you 
is not poetic; it is discursive language that aims at using wor in 
their most singualr meaning, abstracting all other connotations from 
them. The poet tries to use language in all its complexity, drawing on 
the multiple meanings of words, their overtones and innuendos, their 
ambiguities and rhythms, in order to create verbal analogues to the 
often paradox nature of reality and experience. He tries to compose a 


verbAL construct that is organic in essence to capture the organic 
structure of the human world. His most effective tool is metaphor. 
In this perspfective all imaginate literature is poetry. And indeed 
the history fe literature demonstrates the essenfitial unity of all 
the genres. What is the novel other than the old epic poems in the 
hands of bourgeois of - if you prefer - demogatic writers. So the 
question is: what is the function of literature in our time? 

It is not an idle question.This is the age of Auschwitz ands 
Hiroshima, of Vietnam and Chile. Man}s inhumanity to manias taken on 
gigantic Aproportions. Can poets put a stop to all that? The human 
race is poised at the edge of total self-annihilation: the super-—powers 
have stockpiled enough nuclear bombs and missiles to destroy all life 
on this planet a hundred times over. Is this an age for poets? Should 
we not all be out in the streets, fighting an establishment detexmined 
to risk an all-out holocaust t@ preserve its power structures? And 
what about science and technology? The computer is in the process of 
revolutionizing not only the labour market and the world of business, 
put the entire fabric of society. And our astrophycists have revealed 
a picture of the universe that puks argues strongly for the total in- 
significANCe of all human endeavour among galaxies absolutely indiffes- 
ent to our fate. Why should anyone commit himself to anyt’1.a> other than 
the pleasure of the moment when we know that in a few nunisrsd million 


ears (which is ale a SITE monet in the cosmic calentar) tae sua will 
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boil the oceans away, melt the rocks and reduce all evidence of life on 
this planet to cinders? what can a poet do about the world population 
explosionwhich will certainly lead to mass starvation in the coming 
years? 

It is not my intention to depress you. But mankind is facing the 
gravest crisis perhaps in ykgh the entire history of the spcies and the 
question is whether or not we can afford the luxury of poets. I do not 
have an answer to these questions, but I do have some thoughts @ wish 
to share with you concerning the contribution poets make to our ability 
to deal with the problems of our time. It starts with my assumption 
that man is able to cope with the problems that he has created on this 
planet. If it is true that it is possible that we shall end human history 
in some final catastrophe, it is also true that human ingenuity, reason 
and the technology has created a situation that has made anew world 
pessible in which all can live in peace, in freedom and with dignity. 

My second contention is that all poets are driven to write from two im- 
pulses: one, an aesthetic one that calls for the creation of forms, 
shapes, structures which have something to do with beauty; the other 

is a moral impulse, a commitment to make the world a better, a more human 
place for everybody. These two impulses are the hallmark of all great 
literature. I am going to concentrate on three major aspectsof the work 
of poets that suggest to me that far from being a decoration to our 
lives, a luxury we can do without, literature is central to the sur- 
vival of all human culture. 

Because, what’ distinguishes aes animal from the rest of 
nature's creatures is language. Indeed, it is language that makes us 
Tuman.}/ALl comprehension is ultimately dependent on language. What little 
light ve “ave in the darkness of our world we have by virtue of our 
language."In the beginning was the word", says one of the evangelists, 
and Adam's first act in the terrestrial world was to name all the 
creatures. Language is the means by which we explore our world and come 
to understand it. Language is the means by which we communicate with 
eacyh other; all our human relations are predicated on our ability to 
speak. And the fact is that language is in the care of the poets. Today 
more than ever: Because today whole armies of poeple are employed to 
pervert language. We live in an age in which the forces of power and 

Ol. are sekmin determined to abuse and degrade language to ad- 


vance their own schemes of profit and cupidity =-,whether commercial, po- 
litical or religious: public relationsmen, admen, jpournalists, preachers, 
politicians,etc. Ezra Pound, who learnt about the crucial importance of 
language, from Confucius, did not put the perverters of language in hell 
in hias CANTOS for nothing. He knew that a corrupt language fproduces 
corrupt people and corrupt nations. An indivdual or a nation cannot be 
any more shallow or profound, honest or dishonest, subtle or crude than 


tion of its language. In Northamnerica today we are facing a gallopping 
illiteracy on the part not only of the rage people, but of our 
educated elite, our university students. Alm the omhy ones left now 
to care about the state of our language are the poets, the writers. Lang- 
uage has always been in their care. Their craft is cee it, keep 
it alive, assist its growth, by using it with the utmost exa 
refining it, disposing of deadweight and nurturing its constant cha 
? The poet, as Valery put it, mugst "purify the dialect of the tribe". 
Which means that he must give to language that immediacy, that precision, 
that truthfulness, that depth and that richness that make us human. 
Without the fullest use of our language it will be im possible even to 
begin discussing the problems that confront us today. 
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Closely related to language is another function of the poet that 
seems to me to be crucial: I am speaking of the poet as myth-maker. A 
myth is AN intuited and complex pattern of images that gives shape and 
meaning to specific human situations and experiences. The long life 
and continuous recurrence of certain myths throughout the history of 
man testify to their importance and their power. Modern science has opfieh 
before our eyes a universe that is essentially random and chaotic. Its 
workings appear to be sdparadox that we carjno longer make sense of it. 
And yet human beings cannot live without meaning, even when they accept 
that its validity is relative to their perspectives. Myths are poetic 
constructs that give order and meaning where none is apparent. At the 
same time they reveal the secret forces operating in the world inside 
and around us. It is through myths that we achieve that intimacy and 
communion with nature that the non-human creatures in nature seem to 
possess with such ease. In other words, poetry makes the world whole 
again for us, humanizes it. The importance of this in our own Cee 
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faced as we are on all sides by various forms of de-humanization, hardly 
requires demonstration. Western civilzation has come to mean conquest 

and manipulation of nature. An incréasingly oe ae mecghanical world 

has begun to alienate us even from our o by ah wed fe) 
comforts with a loss of orientation Teatro © hat Gah Hoey 
turn us all into luninatics. Not the poet is mad, ba the world in which ~— 


we live has gone mad. The poet as myth-maker attempts to restore a 
measure of sanity without which civilizatrion cannot survive. 


One measure of the insanity of our world is the complete commerci- 
ALIzation of every aspect of our lives. Everyone is forever trying to 
sell us something: washing-machines, cars, TV sets, ideologies, youth, 
love. Everything is up for sale and money has become the measure of all 
things. All this is in the pursuit of power and profit. In such a 
society the poet cuts a comical figure, somewhat like a somnambulist 
in a supermarket. Because have nothing to sefl. Indeed, poetry is so 
non-commercial a craft that a poet cannot make a living from his art. 
Why, then, bother writing poems? Quite simply because poems have no ax 
ulterior motives. They are like trees, content to be themseives. You 
may look at them, if you tee Tg or you may wish to go past them, ignore 


Cups, 
them. A peom is wu Na oh Houde. It simply declares an authentic 


state of being that is complete in itself. It is a declaration of the 
disinterested nature of things. In a world obsessed with purposes, 
poetry reconciles us with our tattered humanity. It unfolds the para- 
doxy of being human, unifies feeling and knowing long enough 

to create bonds that free us from bondage, dystances us from the world 
it brings inside us. A poem is a radical act of liberation from the 
tyranny of a world obsessed with power and profit. 


This raises the whole question of poetry and politics. It is 
possible that there are historic situations in the life af a people when 
the poet may mp put his art at the service of a political idea. I myself 
believe that it is wrong for a poet to become the champion of a political 
ideology. Don't misunderstand me. I do not think a poet can expect to 
be taken seriously if he ignores the suffering of his fellow-humans. In 
that real sense of the Greek word that defines man as zoon politikon 
a poet must be political, i.e. committed to a world of social justice, 
freedom, dignity and love. But no political dogma can provide a blueprint 
for such a world. A poet who becomes the spokesman for a political 
party will end up writing agit prop; his work will end up in the dusty 
shelves of libraries as the world moves beyond his partisan views. The 


tue politics of the poet is his commitmentment to the brotherhood of 
aLL mankind.He best serves this end by being a scrupulous custodian of 
our language,by creating myths that make visible the invisible patterns 
in our lives and in reality. In this way, each poem becomes an invitation 
to the reader, to the audience, to become free by accepting res%ponsibi- 
lity for our world. Literature, in this perspective, js the conseience 
of mankind.In the age of Auschwitz and Hiroshima, nepertin toa hw 
Salvador,it is essential tnat we cultivate that conscience or else this 
species will have no future in which to realize the magnificent visions 
that are the hallmark of the human spirit of which the poets have been 
tireless ambassd@dors from the dawn of history. 


